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KNOWING CHRIST AFTER THE FLESH. 

(2 Cor. 5 : 16.) 



By Rev. H. Francis Perry, Ph.D., 
Chicago, 111. 



The <rapf of the Pauline theology is the life of the unregen- 
erate man standing over against the Trvev/ia, the divine dynamic 
which initiates and sustains the life of the saint. The term is 
used by Paul with many shades of meaning : in a purely physi- 
cal sense meaning the fleshly body, 2 Cor. 3:3; in a corporate 
sense, for family or race, Rom. 9:3; 11:14; in a corporeal 
sense, as a contrast to the higher nature, Col. 2:5; in a " semi- 
ethical sense," as Professor Stevens names it, in which the <ra/»f 
is the poisoned well from which the anti-spiritual forces draw 
cheer, Rom. 7:18, 25. But it is in the full ethical sense that it 
is found in 2 Cor. 5:16; to "know Christ after the flesh" is to 
know him when one is an unconverted, sinful man. Such 
knowledge ceased with the apostle at his conversion. 

Paul's conversion was the determining point of his evangeli- 
zation and the ground of his theology. In the light which shone 
from the ascended Christ upon the persecutor on the way to 
Damascus there was a personal radical change for the man who 
had carried Pharisaism to its last analysis ; but there was also 
the solution for many questions of spiritual life. Whether it 
was a moral or a mental impulse which prepared him for the 
change, one thing is beyond peradventure : all that he afterward 
amplified into doctrinal statements was in germ in his conver- 
sion. 

From the time he saw that Christ had died for all men, Paul 
refused to know his fellow-men according to the "flesh" stand- 
ards. Before his conversion the distinctions of race and rank 
and caste were very important. From the time of his conver- 
sion he resolutely refused to let them have weight with him. 
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His conversion had obliterated the distinction of Jew and gen- 
tile, of bond and free, and had shown that back of wealth or 
poverty, of wisdom or ignorance, was a man for whom Christ 
had died and whose manhood was the great central fact. Simi- 
larly he gained a new standard whereby to judge Christ. No 
greater change had been made by his conversion than in his 
estimate of Christ. Before his conversion he thought of Christ 
according to a prejudiced "fleshly" standard, according to 
appearances, according to the pharisaic estimate. He was a 
despised Nazarene, a disturber of the nation, a pretender, a 
blasphemer, justly persecuted and crucified. After his conver- 
sion, from the moment when it flashed upon his mind that Christ 
was a universal Redeemer dying for all men, Paul recognized 
him as Messiah, Reconciler, Lord, born into the kingly city of 
Bethlehem, living a lowly life in order to raise men to spiritual 
heights, dying as God's great gift to the world. In a word, he 
knew him according to his true, inner, spiritual nature. He had 
brushed appearances aside and now knew spiritual reality. The 
man in whom such a startling change had taken place was nothing 
less than a new creature. " He was another man in another 
universe." He lived beside men who still judged according to 
appearances, but there was no doubt of his own passing from 
death to life. As a new creature in Jesus Christ, he knew his 
Lord as he had never known him before, after "the spirit." 

The same contrast may be seen today. We do not know the 
real Christ until we know him after the spirit. This will be to 
know him in his redemptive purpose, and, without ignoring his 
life and his precepts, to accentuate his atonement upon Calvary. 
It is possible to talk of Christ and to call oneself by his name 
and yet not to know him according to the spirit. To know him 
after the flesh is to have a superficial knowledge according to 
the appearances, but to omit largely the divine element of his 
character. The radical socialist knows Christ after the flesh 
when, applauding his name, he thinks of Jesus only as a bread 
king; as a powerful advocate of the poor man, and as the foe 
of the rich. For he applauds a Jesus of his own imagination, 
not the Christ of the gospels. The mere formalist in religion 



286 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

also knows Christ after the flesh. In creed and prayer and 
song he takes the name of the Lord upon his lips, but his heart 
is filled with selfishness and worldliness. He might even defend 
the dogmas of his church and break lances with the unbeliever, 
but it is only for a Christ after the flesh that he battles, and in 
his blindness he fancies he is accumulating merit. The unre- 
ligious philanthropist knows Christ after the flesh. He would 
regenerate the world with improved dwellings and more leisure 
and better wages and art and literature. The philanthropy of 
Jesus is praised, but the idea of the spiritual regeneration of the 
individual as the basis of a better society is neglected. 

Many an ethical teacher knows Christ after the flesh when 
he argues that sin is ignorance ; that to dispel ignorance is to 
remove the sin ; that, if the world knows what beauty and duty 
are, >it will eagerly follow Jesus, the great ethical teacher. This 
is a radiant theory, but dissolves and disappears in the prism of 
actual test. The new ethics of the Sermon on the Mount is 
delightful in the eyes of such an ethical teacher, but the teach- 
ing of Jesus regarding sin and salvation is obnoxious and almost 
vulgar. Such a teacher knows Christ after the flesh. 

Men need today to know the Christ after the spirit, the reve- 
lation of the Father, the Redeemer dying, rising, and enthroned 
for his brethren. To know him after the flesh is to be carnal. 
To know him after the spirit is to be spiritual. 



